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The perception of destination and industry resilience of owner-managers of small- and
medium-sized hospitality family firms in times of crises
Abstract
The tourism industry is continuously faced by economic, climatic, financial and other types of
crises (Liu und Pratt 2017; Ritchie 2004; Ritchie et al. 2014; Zehrer 2013). The concept of
resilience enables owner-managers in tourism destinations to react and act against changes,
challenges, impacts and effects which might arise though crises (Annarelli & Nonino 2016;
Kalisch et al. 2015; McManus et al. 2008). One core element to reach stability not only on
organization, but on destination level, is collaboration (Beritelli 2011; Hristov & Zehrer 2015;
Zehrer et al. 2014) as well as quality networking amongst tourism actors and stakeholders (Hristov
& Zehrer 2019; Pechlaner et al. 2014; Zehrer et al. 2014). This paper analyzes organizational as
well as destination resilience from the point of view of owner-managers of small- and mediumsized family firms in the hospitality industry and deals with the importance of collaboration and
networking within the destination to overcome crises. The paper reports a qualitative study,
presenting exploratory findings of fifteen semi-structured in-depth interviews with ownermanagers in hospitality from 2021. The authors reveal factors for organizational as well as
destination resilience providing recommendations for owner-managers to reach resilient
entrepreneurial conditions in difficult times.
Introduction
Tourism and hospitality, being one of the most important economic systems, is one of the most
vulnerable industries, which results from the complexity of the industry as well as the increasing
number of crises and disasters affecting the industry (Faulkner 2001; Holladay 2018; Tyrrell &
Johnston 2008). These include ecologic factors such as climate change, global warming, the loss
of biodiversity, melting glaciers, but equally socio-political dimensions such as globalization,
immigration, tax regulations, inflation, mobility and digitalization (Amore et al., 2018). Hence,
not only the complexity of the industry, but also external factors present considerable challenges
(Holladay 2018). The latest crisis, which affected the industry, is the COVID-19 pandemic, which
is omnipresent since March 2020 (Traskevich & Fontanari 2021). Although the industry has never
been characterized through stability, the pandemic brought several structural weaknesses to the
fore (Kraus et al. 2020; Sigala 2020).
The resilience concept assumes that resilient entities better cope with crises than non-resilient
entities (Folke et al. 2010; Holladay 2018; Fabry & Zeghni 2019; Singh 2018). Since tourism is a
conglomerate of various institutions, organizations, resources, knowledge and networks (Amore
et al. 2018), resilience subsumes the ability of all involved systems to hold the regional tourism
economy on a stable level and equally remain flexible to enable innovation (Innerhofer et al.
2018b). A core element to reach this stability is to develop situation-specific responses via
organizational resilience (Van Essen et al., 2015), and collaboration (Beritelli 2011; Hristov &
Zehrer 2015; Zehrer et al. 2014) as well as quality and dynamic networking of all actors involved
(Hristov & Zehrer 2019; Żemła 2016; Pechlaner et al. 2014; Zehrer 2013; Zehrer et al. 2014).
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The present study contributes to the literature in three ways: a) We extend research on crisis
management and resilience in the hospitality industry by adding to the growing number of studies
on COVID-19 and addressing the situation after the first wave, where the shock was quite new. b)
We contribute to an in-depth understanding of owner-managers of hospitality businesses dealing
with a novel global crisis by focusing on their organizational resilience including resilience factors.
c) We bridge the research gap to address resilience from a more holistic way, addressing also
destination resilience.
Literature Review
The concept of resilience has emerged as a central topic in disaster management literature
(McManus et al., 2008) and is regarded to be a multi-faceted concept involving the ability of
subjects (e.g. cities, countries, regions, industrial sectors) to resist the impact of a shock, while,
at the same time, as well as the ability to recover from the adverse consequences of this shock
(Cellini & Cuccia, 2015). Based on the Positive Appraisal Style Theory Of Resilience (PASTOR)
of Kalisch et al. (2015), resilience is defined as the ability to maintain and adapt the essential
function and structure in the case of disturbance (Holling, 1973) and characterizes individuals
who overcome setbacks related to their life (Hedner et al., 2011). In tourism and hospitality
research, researchers often build on the traditional Desaster Model “4R” – reduction, readiness,
response and recovery (Cahyanto und Pennington-Gray 2017).
In a business context, resilience is a key trait and relates to a combination of internal (e.g.
development of a desirable personal identity, experiences of power and control, adherence to
cultural traditions, experiences of social justice and experiences of a sense of cohesion with
others), and external contextual factors (e.g. access to material resources and access to supportive
relationships) (Hedner et al., 2011). Thus, resilience not only depends on internal or personal
characteristics but also on structural or external factors (Zehrer & Leiß, 2019; Hedner et al., 2011)
and is characterized by reflections on past, critical events, coping with and adapting to them (King
et al., 2015). Resilience is crucial to perform effectively during crises and successfully adapt to
the environment after crises (Dartey-Baah, 2015). Thus, according to Dartey-Baah (2015),
resilience is both performance-oriented and change-oriented in the “current volatile, uncertain,
complex and ambiguous (VUCA) business environment” (p. 101).
In the context of small and medium-sized businesses, which are often family-run, it has been
shown that increased family ownership reduces the likelihood that firms follow formal crisis
procedures (Faghfouri et al., 2015) and that the emotional attachment of the family affects the
performance of family firms during a crisis (Arrondo-García et al., 2016). Furthermore, family
businesses usually portray a sounder financial structure than non-family businesses and it is
suggested that family businesses recover better from crises, for example from an economic
downturn (Amann & Jassaud, 2012). Hence, there are evident links between family businesses
and the characteristics of resilient organizations.
Thus, we answer the following research questions:
•
•

Which resilience factors did owner-managers perceive important during the COVID19 pandemic to reach organizational resilience?
How far do owner-managers develop resilience on destination level by means of
collaboration?
2

Methodology
By means of a qualitative study, data were collected by means of fifteen semi-structured in-depth
interviews with owner-managers of family firms in the Austrian hospitality industry during the
COVID-19 pandemic between April and May 2021 (see table 1). A qualitative study was
regarded suitable to explore the topic further (Guilding et al. 2014). The interview guideline,
which was built on a systematic literature review, built on two main sections – a general part on
resilience factors on organizational level, which owner-managers perceived during COVID-19
crisis; as well as on a second part on how collaboration was perceived on destination level.
The interviews were translated from German into English to present key findings and quotes.
While guaranteeing anonymous treatment of respondent data, the interviews were transcribed
and coded with the coding software MAXQDA-12. Inter-coder reliability was provided by the
separate coding of the information by the two authors of this paper. The coding process included
constantly letting go of presumptions about the subject and the interview partners to achieve the
highest possible objectivity regarding interpretations. Thus, we ensured that themes emerge from
data analysis rather than the researchers’ presumptions (Javadi & Zarea, 2016). Another criterion
for increasing validity was the authors’ continuous self-reflection during the coding process (Leiß
& Zehrer, 2018). The interviews were conducted personally, either via phone or online and lasted
forty minutes on average. After the fifteenth interview, data saturation was reached and no further
additional information gathered; thus data gathering was completed.
Table 1. List of participants
Interviewee
Date
Province
Size
Gender
Age group
E1
April 10, 2021
Salzburg
medium
female
25-34
E2
April 12, 2021
Vorarlberg
medium
female
45-54
E3
April 14, 2021
Salzburg
medium
male
35-44
E4
April 14, 2021
Tirol
small
female
35-44
E5
April 15, 2021
Vorarlberg
medium
female
45-54
E6
April 15, 2021
Salzburg
medium
male
55+
E7
April 15, 2021
Salzburg
medium
female
25-34
E8
April 16, 2021
Salzburg
medium
female
45-54
E9
April 19, 2021
Tirol
medium
female
35-45
E10
April 30, 2021
Salzburg
medium
male
35-44
E11
May 3, 2021
Salzburg
small
male
45-54
E12
May 4, 2021
Tirol
small
male
25-34
E13
May 7, 2021
Burgenland
small
male
55+
E14
May 7, 2021
Vorarlberg
medium
female
45-54
E15
May 20, 2021
Salzburg
small
male
55+
E16
May 21, 2021
Tirol
medium
male
45-54
E17
May 21, 2021
Tirol
medium
female
45-54
E18
May 21, 2021
Tirol
medium
male
45-54
Size of the business refers to the number of beds: <30 beds = small; 30-99 beds = medium; >99 beds =
large.
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Selected Results
Regarding resilience factors, respondents mentioned the following factors, which helped them
establish organizational resilience: the family, social environment, previous experiences,
employees, communication, exchange and networking with colleagues and stakeholders (inside
and outside the industry).
„The family plays the biggest and most important role during crises, as it is a strong pillar. You
can build on it when not everything is running smoothly, also when the business is struggling.”
(E1)
The social environment was also decisive for respondents, although they were massively limited
by the fact that communication with stakeholders was online, which was necessary and also predetermined by the government.
„The social environment, since we were officially forced to limit our social contacts completely,
was no longer there […] In my view, you need to feel the people, and if this is not possible due to
online communication, this is difficult for me.” (E1)
Half of the interviewees mention the importance of their employees, their loyalty and team spirit,
which positively influenced the organizational resilience. This helped to keep the motivation high
during the crisis.
„Then, we employ service staff, who work for us since decades. They are truly motivated, and this
core team also helped to go through times of ‚war‘, I’d say.” (E11)
Interviewees also mentioned transparent communication as an important resilience factor on
organizational level, especially with key stakeholders of the business.
„We were more unlucky than others, since we had to close the business at this point.
Simultaneously, we made good experiences with the bank, which did everything to help us through
and made us not feel alone.” (E4)
„I was extremely stressed and did not know what to do. I called the bank and said that I need
money to overcome this time. And, in this situation, my business partners said that I should come
down with my emotions and that they help me the best they can. They said, I shall wait and see
what happens and think more positively.” (E13)
When it comes to collaboration at the destination level and the development of destination
resilience, all interviewees agreed that the main task of a tourism destination is to establish a
positive image. This includes good networking to overcome potential image damages for the
destination. Tourism destinations were seen as role models for acting stakeholders in the
destination.
„Tourism destinations now really have the task to convey a positive image.” (E1)
„You cannot only look after yourself. You need to look to your right and to your left […] We need
to show solidarity within the whole destination.” (E5)
Interviewees also mentioned transparent communication across actors and stakeholders on a
destination level.
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„The hotel group, which we are part of, has extremely helped me during this time. We could
exchange questions and concerns, and managed to help each other. This has led to well-thought
decisions. I found this extremely valuable.” (E2)
Three of the interviewees were not satisfied with the collaboration across business owners. They
mention that information overload and unfiltered information did not help to overcome the crisis.
They felt overstrained with the lack in structure of information provided. However, they positively
mention the collaboration with e.g. the DMO, suppliers as well as other stakeholders. Concerning
the DMO, the guest card and the development of Corona-congruent offers were mentioned by four
of the interviewees.
„Collaboration is extremely important. Since I am involved into the DMO, I feel that it is crucial
that all important stakeholders pay into the system.” (E6)
„Yes, collaboration is mandatory. You need to look beyond your own nose, beyond your own
business. A business shall never be seen as an isolated island. This relates to all business activities,
suppliers, customers, employees, network partners, etc.” (E3)
Conclusion and Discussion
The authors bridge a gap in the literature by applying a holistic explorative approach in the early
stage of a never seen world-wide crisis by addressing organizational as well as destination
resilience. The paper shows that the loss of the daily business due to the COVID-19 crisis has
contributed to improvement on company level, leading to organizational resilience as well as on
destination level, leading to destination resilience for some owner-managers. We found that the
importance and understanding of resilience depend heavily on the single person and his/her attitude.
In summary, our study enhances the knowledge about organizational resilience factors, which adds
to the existing body of knowledge (Hedner et al., 2011; Sharma et al., 2021; Zehrer & Leiß, 2019).
The study also revealed that external factors play a crucial role to reach resilience in the hospitality
industry. Collaborating across stakeholders in tourism destinations was seen important to
efficiently tackle the COVID-19 crisis. According to Beritelli (2011), collaboration plays a central
role for maintaining successful tourism destinations. Collaborating across key stakeholders and
leaders enables an efficient and effective coordination and planning in tourism destinations
(Pechlaner et al. 2014). The interviews showed that collaboration and networking within the
destination is highly important to overcome a crisis and to develop resilience on destination level.
Herein, transparent communication as well as establishing a platform of exchange are core, where
the DMO could play a central role. This would help spread information more quickly, arrange and
roll out learning processes as well as develop and implement solutions.
The majority of the owner-managers was in permanent exchange with other entrepreneurs in the
destination, which was motivating and helped keep pace with the daily information overload and
business challenges. This confirms the assumption that collaboration across key stakeholders and
leaders in destinations are beneficial (Hristov & Zehrer, 2019). Our results reveal that
entrepreneurs benefit from this, especially when it comes to unexpected turbulences, which might
result in crises.
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The study is not without limitations. First, we analyze owner-managers’ perceptions on their
organizational resilience, which are not objectifiable. Second, our findings’ generalizability is not
given due to the exploratory character of our work. Furthermore, we studied Austrian SME
business in the hospitality area, other destinations might have different circumstances, making the
transferability of the study difficult.
Future research could analyze organizational and destination resilience differentiating internal
and external stakeholders of a destination. Another option for validating our qualitative results
could be to undertake a quantitative study.
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